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Religious educators reflect on at least two fundamental questions that can have life-changing
answers for themselves and their students: What should I teach? and How should I teach it?
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A

s a young man wrestling with religious questions that he knew would
have serious ramifications for himself and his family, Joseph Smith
reported that his mind was “called up to serious reflection and great uneasiness” ( Joseph Smith—History 1:8). Struggling with challenging problems
often causes mental, emotional, or even spiritual discomfort. However, the
Prophet Joseph Smith learned that only by “serious reflection” could he come
to a decision about what course of action he must pursue to find resolutions to
the challenges of life (see Joseph Smith—History 1:9–13). Religious educators committed to teaching the restored gospel of Jesus Christ will also benefit
from “serious reflection,” even though that reflection may, at times, lead to
“great uneasiness.” As religious educators better understand and implement
reflective practices and processes in a way that contributes to their sustained
professional development, they will develop greater alignment between their
ideals and their classroom behaviors. Such alignment will increase the positive impact of their classroom instruction.1
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Professional Development in Religious Education

As seminary and institute teachers in the Church Educational System, we
believe that we are “accountable to God for the effort and progress [we make]
in [our] personal development.” This means that we “are responsible to learn
[our] duties, act in [our] assignments in all diligence, improve upon [our] talents, and seek to gain other talents (see D&C 107:99; see also D&C 82:18).”
This “development results from learning and applying gospel principles,
acquiring desired skills, reflecting on current assignments, and trying new
ideas.”2 In addition to our covenant relationship with God to work on our
personal development, “CES employees have a contractual obligation with
the Church and with the Church Educational System . . . to develop professionally by becoming better teachers and leaders, by striving to meet the
objective of religious education and fulfill their commission.”3 Professional
development for religious educators grows out of deep spiritual commitments,4 personal integrity, and a desire to bless the lives of those they teach.
Educational researchers and scholars who have studied the role of
administrators and supervisors in professional development have suggested
the following: “The long-term goal of developmental supervision is teacher
development toward a point at which teachers, facilitated by supervisors, can
assume full responsibility for instructional improvement.”5 While leaders
can assist teachers in their professional development, teachers will be more
consistent and effective when they take primary responsibility for their own
professional development. Teachers who continue to grow and improve take
seriously this commitment to professional development throughout the
entire course of their careers.6
Teacher Reflection in Religious Education

In the context of professional development, reflection may be thought of as
“deliberate thinking about action with a view to its improvement.”7 Though
our questions may not be of the same magnitude as those the Prophet asked
in the Sacred Grove, religious educators in the Church Educational System
reflect on at least two fundamental questions every day that can have lifechanging answers for themselves and their students: What should I teach?
and How should I teach it? These seemingly simple questions contain several
subqueries that make them more complicated than they might at first appear.
A seminary teacher approaching a lesson on a specific chapter of scripture
might wrestle with some of the following questions: What was the intent of
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the inspired author who wrote this scripture block? What are the needs and
abilities of my students? What principle or doctrine is the Lord inspiring me
through his Spirit to teach? This same teacher seeks simultaneous resolution
to other questions that pertain to teaching methodology, or how to teach the
lesson: How can I help my students be ready to understand and apply what
they will learn from the scriptures? Will this approach lift my students spiritually? Will the approach I have chosen offend anyone? Does the method
I have chosen match the level of sacredness of the doctrine or principle the
students will learn? Do I need to vary my teaching methods to help students
with different learning styles?8
Beyond these questions, thoughtful teachers may reflect on even more
intricate questions concerning a variety of issues, such as classroom discipline9
(How will I make sure that a student doesn’t disrupt the class, without alienating the student?), student participation (How can I help more students
participate meaningfully, without minimizing the contribution of students
who regularly participate?), and the impact they, the teachers, hope to have
on their students (Are the truths I have chosen to teach and the methods I use
to teach them going to strengthen my students’ testimonies of the restored
gospel and help them be true disciples of Jesus Christ?). Conscientious seminary and institute teachers may also consider questions about whether or not
the lessons they plan accomplish the S&I Objective according to the fundamentals of good teaching as outlined in the Teaching and Learning Emphasis
(TLE). And these are just some of the challenges that gospel teachers might
reflect on every day, whether or not they deliberately articulate these questions and the solutions they devise.
The Reflection Dilemma

Chris Argyris and Donald Schön, who have spent several decades studying
and writing about reflective theory and practice in many professional contexts including education, have shown that reflection is a more challenging
process than just sitting down and thinking about something we have learned
or done.10 They propose that there is usually a difference between a teacher’s
“espoused theories,” which define a teacher’s ideals or beliefs, and his or her
“theories in use,” which describe what a teacher actually does. They explained,
“When someone is asked how he would behave under certain circumstances,
the answer he usually gives is his espoused theory of action for that situation.
. . . However, the theory that actually governs his actions is his theory-in-use,
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which may or may not be compatible with his espoused theory; furthermore,
the individual may or may not be aware of the incompatibility of the two
theories.”11 They propose that successful reflection helps teachers identify
incongruencies between espoused theories and theories in use to develop
internal consistency that leads to “hybrid theories of practice.”12
However, in their research and training seminars and workshops, Argyris
and Schön found that developing effective hybrid theories of practices was
often difficult because “we try to compartmentalize—to keep our espoused
theory in one place and our theory-in-use in another, never allowing them
to meet. One goes on speaking in the language of one theory, acting in the
language of another, and maintaining the illusion of congruence through
systematic self-deception.”13 All teachers, to some degree, face this inconsistency in their personal and professional lives. Well-known educator Herbert
Kohl commented that his beliefs always “ran ahead” of his personal ability to
teach according to them.14 The Apostle Paul noted that in mortality we see
ourselves only “through a glass, darkly,” and only at some future date will we
“know even as also [we are] known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). Yet, we should
all be striving for “greater consistency between our beliefs and our actions.”15
Fred Korthagen noted that while “there is considerable emphasis on promoting reflection in teachers . . . it is not always clear exactly what teachers
are supposed to reflect on when wishing to become better teachers. What are
important contents of reflection?”16 Korthagen posited an “onion model” of
reflection (see fig. 1) to help teachers better understand reflection as a process
of seeking “alignment” between their core beliefs and their actions. As a result
of his research and workshops, he proposed that reflection should focus on
“how to translate one’s core qualities into concrete behavior in a specific situation” in a quest to attain “complete ‘alignment,’” a condition that admittedly
may “take a lifetime to attain, if attained at all.”17 While this process may lead
to “great uneasiness” in some instances, it will also lead to teachers who teach
with greater power and have a greater impact in the classroom as their professional development translates their core beliefs into effective classroom
behaviors.
The Church-produced Teaching, No Greater Call manual exhorts
teachers to “continually reflect on our effectiveness as teachers,”18 and the
CES-produced Administering Appropriately Handbook suggests that leaders
who have a habit of “reflecting on related past experiences”19 will have greater
success in their assignments. However, not much research has been done
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on teacher reflection in religious education, including among S&I faculty. 20
Thus it was determined that a study of reflection among professional seminary teachers in S&I might increase understanding of reflection and promote
more effective reflection as a function of professional development.
environment

behavior
competencies
beliefs
identity
mission

Fig. 1. Korthagen’s “onion model” of reflection.

A Model of Teacher Reflection for Religious Educators

From a recent qualitative study on the reflective practices of full-time seminary teachers, a model of teacher reflection has been developed to show how
religious educators might approach teacher reflection in a way that will contribute to sustained professional development.21 This study sought to identify
the reflective practices of professional seminary teachers and better understand
how teachers perceived these practices as having an impact on their professional development. Forty-seven full-time seminary teachers participated in
this study through an online survey, and six of these teachers participated in
observations and interviews. These six teachers also contributed documents,
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such as professional journal writing samples and copies of their Professional
Growth Plans, for further analysis.22
While Korthagen’s model of reflection provided important background
understanding for professional reflection in educational settings, the primary theoretical framework for this study was a model created by Neville
Hatton and David Smith, which includes four levels of reflection: technical,
descriptive, dialogic, and critical.23 The survey and interviews for this study
were designed to identify reflective practices that corresponded to the four
levels of reflection and how teachers engaged in these four levels of reflection.
The study also sought to better understand how teachers felt their engagement in these reflective practices contributed to their overall professional
development.
This study showed that there are a wide variety of potentially reflective
practices among professional seminary teachers in S&I. The following table
summarizes some reflective practices that teachers, instructional leaders, and
administrators should consider as they focus on incorporating reflection into
professional development activities and programs. The institutional practices
are those that S&I generally promotes or encourages through policy, training,
or other administrative means. The informal practices are those that seem to
occur on a more localized basis, or that seem to happen without any open
general administrative assertion or encouragement per se.
Table 1. Reflective practices among professional seminary teachers

More common

Institutional

Informal

·· Teachers observing
other teachers

·· Collaborative lesson planning

·· Supervisors observing teachers

·· “Lesson correction reflection”

·· Attending inservice training

·· Professional development
writing activities

·· Reading professional
material (e.g., handbooks)

Less common

·· Discussions with colleagues

·· Seeking higher education

·· Evaluating performance
against personal goals

·· Professional training programs

·· Learning from mentors

·· Professional Growth Plans

·· Having lesson plans reviewed

·· Writing about observations

·· Skill-focused evaluations

·· Attending professional
conferences

·· Reviewing other teachers’
lesson plans

·· Professional learning
communities

·· Reading professional journals
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Comments from a majority of teachers interviewed in this study suggested
that teachers do not perceive these various practices as being connected, harmonized, or integrated in any systematic way as part of a comprehensive plan
for their professional development.
Some of these teacher reflection practices tended to lead teachers to
engage in the specific levels of reflection proposed by Hatton and Smith.
However, none of the reflective practices identified in this study could be said
to lead exclusively to any particular level of reflection. Thus it is important for
professional seminary teachers (and those who supervise them) to understand
that the many activities, tools, or forms available in S&I will not necessarily
lead to given levels of reflection by nature of the inherent design of the form
itself. The direction of a teacher’s reflection will be determined by the intents
and attitudes of the persons who employ these various forms. Assessment and
evaluation are, therefore, essential components in guiding the professional
reflection of teachers if that reflection is to have an optimal impact on the
professional development of the individual teacher. It should also be noted
that forms of reflection can be used to effectively lead to multiple levels of
reflection when carefully designed and deliberately employed.
The next four sections will define each level of reflection and then present
the findings from this study relative to the practices, processes, and impact
of teacher reflection among professional seminary teachers. The fifth section
will present a model of teacher reflection based on these findings and a brief
case description that will hopefully help teachers and supervisors in S&I
more fully understand the process of reflection in a way that will contribute
to sustained professional development that results in their having an increasingly greater impact with students in the classroom.
Technical reflection. The first level of reflection posited by Hatton and
Smith, called technical reflection, involves “decision-making about immediate behaviours or skills . . . but always interpreted in light of personal worries
and previous experiences.”24 This level of reflection involves an examination
of one’s use of teaching skills or general competencies (whether contentbased or methodological) in a controlled, small setting, such as the teacher’s
own classroom. This usually takes place in a “reporting” fashion, whereby the
teacher simply recounts what he or she did without providing reasons or justification for the decision or course of action.
When teachers in this study engaged in technical reflection, they
most frequently talked about evaluating student participation in seminary,
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thinking about the need for classroom discipline, lesson pacing, and “lesson
correction reflection.” A teacher in this study generated the phrase “lesson
correction reflection” to describe the kind of technical reflection seminary
teachers engage in when thinking about how they can improve skills, competencies, and behaviors to make a lesson more effective. One teacher posed the
following question as a means for engaging in this kind of reflective experience, “If someone were to evaluate, . . . talking about a baseball pitch, did I get
the mechanics right?”
One interesting finding of this study was that when the seminary teachers
interviewed in this study engaged in technical reflection, they focused mainly
on student participation. When teachers talked about student participation as
an end in itself without any explanation as to why the participation was important or evaluating whether or not the participation was necessarily substantive,
this represented technical reflection. While focusing on student participation
can be valuable, discussion of this issue in the descriptive reflection section
will show the potential problems of a teacher focusing strictly on promoting
student participation without considering the purposes for doing so.
Teachers need to engage in reflective practices that evaluate their effective use of teaching skills. These practices cannot be viewed as insignificant or
of little importance, as teachers claim to focus on the larger goals of the S&I
Objective or employing the fundamentals of the TLE. Teachers must also
be cautious not to overemphasize technical reflection to the point that the
pedagogy becomes an end in itself, as seemed to be the case in this study, with
the emphasis on student participation in the classroom. Religious educators
may have a propensity to do this as they subordinate the higher moral and
spiritual purposes of their teaching to pedagogy.
As with all levels of reflection, technical reflection needs to be connected
to other levels of reflection in order to be effective in promoting professional
development among religious educators. When a teacher is observed, he
may then report what happened in his classroom to a colleague or supervisor—this is technical reflection. However, if he then engages in a collegial
evaluation and exchange of ideas with a colleague or supervisor—to be discussed in more detail shortly as one form of dialogic reflection—the teacher
can weigh differing perspectives with his own and then exchange, modify, or
incorporate those competing ideas. However, observers and teachers should
be aware that the level of trust in their relationship and the degree to which
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the teacher being observed feels secure will have a tremendous impact on that
teacher’s willingness and capacity to improve through such experiences.
While it may seem reasonable that technical reflection would inevitably
lead to descriptive reflection (wherein teachers explain their actions in context of their rationale for those actions), such a transition was not automatic
among professional seminary teachers. In fact, it was only rarely the case.
According to the data collected from the teachers in this sample, no patterns
or trends emerged that showed teachers describing what they did and then
independently explaining why they did it.
Korthagen surmised that teachers who are stuck in technical reflection
and focus primarily on developing skills, behaviors, and competencies that
never lead to other levels of reflection will stagnate in their professional
development.25 Without any inclination to consider the rationale behind
their actions, teachers cannot evaluate whether their behaviors are effective
or ineffective, good or bad, successful or unsuccessful—or if there is any way
they might do things differently or better. Fortunately, none of the teachers
interviewed in this study seemed to fit that description.
Descriptive reflection. The next level of reflection in Hatton and Smith’s
model is descriptive reflection, which is “not only a description of events but
some attempt to provide reason [or] justification for events or actions” while
taking into account “multiple factors and perspectives.”26 When teachers in
this study engaged in practices that led to descriptive reflection, they most
often talked about such issues as writing as teacher reflection practice, evaluating student participation in seminary, reconsidering emphasis on students
over content, and planning for student analysis/reflection. The phrase “lesson
correction reflection,” introduced in the section on technical reflection, also
described the practices and processes of descriptive reflection in many ways.
When teachers engage in “lesson correction reflection” at the level of descriptive reflection, they are doing more than just reporting on their decisions and
actions in the classroom; they are connecting what they did with why.
An example of the difference between the technical level and the descriptive level is how teachers talked about evaluating student participation in
seminary. Evaluating student participation dominated all other categories of
technical reflection—teachers talked about this twice as much as the next
highest category of technical reflection. In most interviews, teachers talked
about student participation as if its mere presence was an indication of successful teaching, which may lead to the following error. While evaluating
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a national teacher education program, Thomas Popkewitz claimed that an
“educator’s focus rendered the intellectual content (substance) of the lessons
inconsequential. Substance was subordinated to pedagogic form and style.”27
He said that this was most likely to happen “when enjoyment became one of
the primary objects of instruction.” If “success was indicated by the degree to
which students ‘felt good’ about the lesson, and whether they ‘participated’
actively in the lesson and its attendant discussion,” then pupil involvement
would replace student understanding of the substance of the lesson.28
Some contemporary researchers have argued that this has taken place in
religious education in America, leading to a shallow understanding of basic
beliefs and religious practices among teenagers in America.29 Rymarz warned
about this danger specifically in religious education settings when he argued
that “one important reason behind the lack of religious content knowledge
[among students] is the reluctance of teachers to move beyond the experiential world of students.”30 The guiding principles of teaching in S&I, as
outlined in the Objective and the TLE, propose that effective religious education occurs when teachers maintain an appropriate balance between teaching
content and engaging students in the learning process.
By engaging in descriptive reflection, teachers may be more likely to
ensure that student participation in seminary is accomplishing the purposes
of S&I—for example, giving students opportunities to practice articulating their beliefs so they can share them with others. Unfortunately, teachers
discussed this topic in descriptively reflective terms less than half as often as
they did in technically reflective terms. Thus teachers are more likely to talk
about student participation as an inherently desirable or positive outcome
of their teaching than they are to talk about why thescy want it or what they
hope to accomplish with it. Or in other words, teachers may be prone to talk
about student participation as the end goal rather than as a means to other
objectives.
Descriptive reflection is critical for S&I teachers because it requires them
to explain the rationale behind their decisions in the classroom—to engage
in “deliberate thinking about action with a view to its improvement.” A few
of the teachers in this study did engage in descriptive reflection via reflective
writing about their own teaching or through evaluating their teaching performance against personal teaching goals; however, they reported feeling that
they had little time to engage in these practices regularly. And when they did
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engage in these practices, they did not include the S&I Objective or TLE as
an explicit part of their rationale.
Through analysis and interpretation of the data in this study, descriptive
reflection emerges as a key to a teacher’s ability to integrate the four levels
of reflection and attain the benefits for doing so. The more teachers engage
in “reflection-on-action,” the more likely they are to develop the ability to
engage in “reflection-in-action.”31 Descriptive reflection can lead S&I teachers to align their classroom behaviors more closely with both their mission
and values as religious educators and the mission and objectives of S&I.
While teachers are often implicitly striving to accomplish the aims of the S&I
Objective and TLE, practicing more consistent descriptive reflection could
lead to greater unity between administration, supervisors, and teachers so
that efforts at professional development in S&I are designed and perceived as
being part of a cohesive approach to improving teaching. Teachers who articulate an explicit rationale for their classroom behaviors through descriptive
reflection could also more effectively bridge the gap between “espoused theories” and “theories in use” so that their “hybrid theories of practice” become
more consistent and easier to evaluate and improve.
Teachers who do not become skilled in descriptive reflection risk two
potential problems. On one hand, teachers arrested in the supposedly more
practical realm of technical reflection may risk being continually baffled by
the fact that a particular method or activity works in one class but not in
another, as they continue to blindly employ the same pedagogical practices or
activities despite classroom dynamics, the needs of individual students, and
subject matter differences. On the other hand, teachers arrested in the supposedly more philosophical realm of critical reflection (to be discussed later)
risk ethereal discussions and ponderings over ideas and concepts pertaining
to identity, mission, and values without giving sufficient consideration to
how effective pedagogical practice impacts students.
Dialogic reflection. The third level of teacher reflection proposed by
Hatton and Smith is dialogic reflection. When teachers engage in dialogic
reflection, they are “weighing competing claims and viewpoints, and then
exploring alternative solutions.”32 Teachers in this study reported that the
most common ways they experienced dialogic reflection were working with
the principal; seeking and receiving feedback, as well as giving feedback to
others; and being empowered by education. This last way has to do with how
teachers feel their educational background prepared them for teaching and
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how it informs their teaching practice. Another way that teachers engaged in
dialogic reflection was by reading professional religious education material,
such as the Religious Educator or talks from Church and S&I leaders posted
on the S&I website.
The analysis and interpretation of the data indicate that the professional
seminary teachers in this study felt that their principal was the key figure
in their dialogic reflective practices. As the primary instructional leader in
every seminary building, the principal is in the best position to influence the
improvement of teaching among seminary faculty. A principal potentially has
more direct instructional leadership interface time with seminary teachers
than any other individual has with S&I teachers. Teachers in the study had
fairly strong opinions about the difference that a principal made, or could
make, in their professional development.33 Working with the principal obviously overlaps with the practice of seminary teachers seeking, receiving, and
giving feedback, all of which also contributed significantly to their professional development as dialogically reflective practices. Seeking, giving, and
receiving feedback also overlaps with other dialogically reflective practices,
such as collaborating with faculty to prepare lessons and consulting with colleagues to solve problems. The seminary teachers in this study recognized that
dialogic reflection with an instructional leader and with immediate colleagues
or faculty could have a positive impact on their professional development.
Dialogic reflection may not be seen as having a clear connection to other
levels of reflection. However, this apparent disassociation may be a result of
the current S&I culture, in which dialogic reflection is so heavily emphasized
that its connection is almost invisible because of its obviousness, like a fish that
doesn’t realize it is swimming in water. Four of the six teachers interviewed
in this study had been teaching for more than ten years. These teachers all
reported feeling a significant shift within the last decade of S&I’s approach to
professional development, whereby teachers were more strongly encouraged
to actively seek, give, and receive feedback. Although several teachers in the
study reported feeling that the modes of operation for this practice were not
as well defined or sufficiently implemented (by teachers and principals alike)
as they should have been, there has been a deliberate effort on the part of S&I
administration and supervisors to encourage more dialogic reflection. The
qualitative data from interviews, observations, and documents in this study
support this trend by showing dialogic reflection as the second most common
form of reflection among professional S&I seminary teachers in this study.
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Most of the potentially reflective practices identified among professional
seminary teachers in S&I inherently promote or support dialogic reflection.
These practices include teachers observing other teachers and supervisors
observing teachers, and the following activities: holding inservice meetings, seeking higher education, reading S&I handbooks and materials, using
the Professional Growth Plan (probably the least effectively implemented
method identified in this study), attending professional conferences, engaging
in professional learning communities (e.g., apprentice seminars and “cluster groups”), discussing teaching practices with colleagues, planning lessons
collaboratively, learning from mentors, reviewing lesson plans, and reading
from professional journals. In all these potentially reflective practices, teachers are—or can be—encouraged to weigh competing claims and viewpoints
as they explore possible solutions to the problems and challenges they face
in their teaching and their professional development. Teachers who engage
regularly in dialogically reflective practices avoid the insular dangers of a form
of “intellectual inbreeding,” wherein teachers avoid broadening horizons or
seeking improvement out of convenience, fear, or insecurity in one form or
another.
Dialogic reflection can cross all levels of reflection in an effort to consistently engage the teacher in dialogue with others, as part of the quest for
sustained professional development. “The typical milieu of the school [or seminary] makes it difficult for teachers to see themselves as learners, to reflect on
practice, and to create a collaborative, intellectual environment that sustains
them as a community of learners.”34 Teachers in individual classrooms and
offices can become somewhat isolated without any form of dialogic reflection.
A skilled and trusted dialogic partner can provide a helpful objective “mirror” for a teacher stuck in technical reflection. In dialogic reflection, teachers
can compare what they think happened in class with what other teachers or
supervisors observed. Skilled dialogic partners can ask teachers searching
questions, or offer suggestions, that help them articulate the rationale behind
their behavior as teachers. Skilled dialogic partners can also help teachers ask
questions or put forth ideas of a critically reflective nature that help teachers
consider their alignment with institutional objectives and their impact on the
students, the rest of the faculty, and the larger community.
Critical reflection. Hatton and Smith wrote that there are three primary
aspects of critical reflection in which professional educators might engage:
(a) “seeing as problematic, according to ethical criteria, the goals and practices

“Serious Reflection” for Religious Educators

73

of one’s profession,” (b) “thinking about the effects upon others of one’s
actions,” and (c) “taking account of social, political and/or cultural forces.”35
Teachers engaging in critical reflection “[demonstrate] an awareness that
actions and events are not only located in, and explicable by, reference to
multiple perspectives but are located in, and influenced by multiple historical,
and socio-political contexts.”36 They pointed out that teachers might engage
in this kind of reflection on their own or with others.
Critical reflection was perhaps the most interesting level of reflection to
investigate and analyze throughout this study. On the survey and in interviews,
professional seminary teachers in S&I did not generally consider elements of
critical reflection pertaining to race, gender, social justice, as do most professional religious education journals,37 and even the Religious Educator.38 In fact,
they seemed quite reticent to discuss such issues when invited to do so during
interviews. The data collected from one survey respondent indicated that he
had a tendency to engage more regularly in critical reflection. However, even
though he mentioned issues pertaining to gender and community during his
interview, he did not engage predominantly in the kind of critical reflection
that might be found in other religious education journals and books.
While there was some minor evidence of all three aspects of critical
reflection in this study, the seminary teachers in this study seemed focused on
“thinking about the effects upon others of one’s actions.” The largest amount
of data among all levels of reflection—technical, descriptive, dialogic, or critical—pertained to the critical reflective category that dealt with “promoting
the spiritual growth and development of students.” While the S&I Objective
and TLE were generally not mentioned specifically in connection with critical reflection, teachers in this study were in harmony, in principle at least,
with these institutional aims.
However, even though teachers seem to readily engage in critical reflection, more so than any other level of reflection, none of the reflective practices
identified among the professional S&I seminary teachers seemed to effectively transmit a teacher’s critical reflection into action in the classroom.
While two of the more experienced teachers tended to move from technical reflection to critical reflection in the interviews more than other teachers,
there did not appear to be any particular practice that encouraged teachers to
regularly evaluate or explain how particular classroom behaviors or pedagogical decisions related to “promoting the spiritual growth and development of
students.” With only a few minor exceptions, teachers generally said that they
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“hoped” what happened in the classroom would lead to this outcome, but they
generally didn’t seek to explain specifically “how” they thought what they
did in the classroom would lead to that outcome. This is not to say that the
teachers in this study couldn’t do that—because they showed effectively in
the interviews that they could—but this is just to say that they didn’t report
that there was any particular reflective practice—either formal or informal,
personal or institutional—that encouraged them to make this connection on
a regular basis.
This lack of connection between the “espoused theories” of S&I professional seminary teachers (i.e., the S&I Objective and the TLE, even when not
articulated as such by specific terminology) could be overcome through the
effective evaluation of “theories in use” (i.e., technical practices and reflection) via descriptive and dialogical reflective means to generate effective
“hybrid theories of practice,” as mentioned earlier by Argyris and Schön. It is
important for seminary teachers to make explicit connections between the
aims of their critical reflection and their technical reflection via descriptive
and dialogic reflection. This helps them avoid the “directionless change” that
comes from “competence without purpose” as well as the “inefficiency and
frustration” that comes from “purpose without competence.”39
An integrated model and case description of teacher reflection as a function
of sustained professional development. Each level of reflection serves a useful
purpose in the professional development of religious educators. However,
professional development will be greatly enhanced if teachers will learn to
integrate the various levels of reflection as a function of their professional
development. This integration of the levels of reflection can accomplish four
related purposes that have been referred to previously in this study. First,
teachers who can effectively integrate the four levels of “reflection-on-action”
will move closer to “reflection-in-action.” Hatton and Smith described
“reflection-in-action” as “the ability to apply, singly or in combination, qualitatively distinctive kinds of reflection (namely technical, descriptive, dialogic,
or critical) to a given situation as it is unfolding. In other words, the professional practitioner is able consciously to think about an action as it is taking
place, making sense of what is happening and shaping successive practical
steps using multiple viewpoints as appropriate.”40
One teacher, in an interview for this study, shared the following basketball
analogy to illustrate “reflection-in-action”: “When Kobe [Bryant] is driving
the ball down the court, he sees a certain opening. Kobe doesn’t call timeout,
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go over, get into his files, and say, ‘Oh yeah, this move has worked on that
situation.’ He doesn’t even think about it; he just does it. I’d like to become
the kind of teacher that has . . . a thousand tools at my disposal that I use
often enough that at any moment I can grab that tool.” Just like a professional
athlete, professional teachers are not likely to develop this kind of reflective
automaticity without an understanding of and practice with the various types
of reflection through activities that engage them in actual reflection.
The second objective that can be accomplished with the successful integration of the various levels of reflection is the “alignment” between a teacher’s
core sense of identity, beliefs, and mission and his or her competencies, skills,
and behaviors in the classroom. Teachers who develop this alignment—or,
who are at least progressing toward it, since Korthagen admitted that complete alignment may “take a lifetime to attain, if attained at all”—increase
their effectiveness in the classroom by having a clarified understanding of
their purpose and a clear direction for how to accomplish it. This will likely
also increase a teacher’s “professional trustworthiness”41 that one religious
education professor argued will enhance the student-teacher relationship,
which is so vital in religious education. Without this alignment, teachers
constantly risk disruptions by “gestalts”; these are the default behaviors that
teachers employ independent of, and often contrary to, professional training or espoused theories42 as they face inevitable dynamic challenges in their
efforts to teach students. Teachers who cease striving for this professional
alignment also face personal stagnation in their professional development as
they potentially fixate on only one level of reflection.
Third, religious educators who integrate the various levels of teacher
reflection enable themselves to see more clearly their “espoused theories,”
identify incongruencies between their “espoused theories” and their “theories-in-use,” and develop working and ever-improving “hybrid theories
of practice.” As teachers evaluate their actions, endeavor to make implicit
assumptions explicit, and formulate new lenses for viewing and evaluating
their practice—this includes persevering in “serious reflection” despite potential “great uneasiness”—they become more effective and more satisfied in
their work.
Fourth, as teachers overcome the discomfort of their “cognitive dissonance”43 and integrate the four levels of reflection addressed in this study, they
move toward Glickman’s ideal of teachers who “assume full responsibility for
instructional improvement.”44 Of course, this does not refer to teachers who

Religious Educator · vol. 12 no. 3 · 2011

76

engage in isolated professional development (this would completely ignore
the dialogic level of reflection) but to teachers who successfully integrate the
four levels of reflection and take primary responsibility for their own sustained professional development.
The following model (fig. 2) illustrates how the four levels of reflection
operate within the reflective practices and processes of the professional seminary teachers in this study. In this model, descriptive reflection is shown as
a critical link between technical reflection and critical reflection. The arrow
shows how dialogic reflection crosses through the other three levels of
reflection and integrates all levels of reflection in a process that leads to sustained professional development. This also reflects the emphasis on dialogic
reflection found among the S&I teachers in this study and how the various
dialogically reflective practices in S&I support and promote teacher engagement in other levels of reflection.

Technical
Reflection

Descriptive
Reflection
Dialogic Reflection

Critical
Reflection

Sustained
Professional
Development

Fig. 2. Integrated model of reflection.

Perhaps a brief case description will illustrate how a professional seminary teacher, with the help of an informed and attentive instructional leader,
can use this model to enhance his professional development efforts. While
this illustrative example is hypothetical and includes more elements of reflection than might reasonably be pursued by a single teacher, it does represent
actual practices and processes employed by teachers in this study.
Brother Anderson arranges several exploratory classroom observations
with his principal. Each observation, with its preobservation and postobservation visits, focuses on a different aspect of Brother Anderson’s teaching.45 For
example, one observation focuses on Brother Anderson’s use of questions in
class. Another observation focuses on student participation. Another focuses
on how Brother Anderson’s choice of content and methods helps him focus
on the objective of S&I with his students. After each observation, Brother
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Anderson writes a brief summary of what he did in class, why he chose to
do it, and how his decisions relate to the S&I Objective and the TLE. After
reviewing his notes and pondering the feedback from his principal, Brother
Anderson uses the Professional Growth Plan to formulate a goal to work on
student participation. He includes in his goal statement specific objectives he
would like to accomplish, why he thinks student participation is important,
and how participation will accomplish the S&I Objective. He shares this goal
with his principal.
Subsequent classroom observations with the principal focus on evaluating student participation methods and whether Brother Anderson and the
principal feel that the purposes for the participation are being accomplished.
During each preobservation visit, Brother Anderson gives a copy of his lesson
plan to the principal and together they discuss how the student participation
in that lesson will help Brother Anderson accomplish his goals. The postobservation visits focus on these same objectives. Brother Anderson also asks his
students occasionally to share with him how they feel about their participation in class. Sometimes Brother Anderson and the principal plan a lesson
together to see how they could incorporate effective participation techniques
in a way that will help the doctrines and principles of the lesson be meaningful for students.
The principal also encourages Brother Anderson to search the “Talks for
Teachers” web site and the Religious Educator for material that might help him
and the seminary faculty to improve student participation in their classrooms.
He then asks Brother Anderson to give a faculty inservice meeting on the
subject to share what he has learned and lead a discussion with other teachers. Brother Anderson and his principal use the Regular Results Discussion
form monthly to discuss how Brother Anderson’s efforts to improve student
participation are helping him to promote the spiritual growth of his students.
When they feel that sufficient progress has been made and that Brother
Anderson is ready to focus on another goal, they might employ similar reflective procedures to help Brother Anderson continue this pattern of sustained
professional development.
Conclusion

Most teachers, including religious educators, engage in some sort of reflection whether they articulate it as such or not. The teachers interviewed in this
study demonstrated and expressed both the eagerness and ability to engage
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more deliberately in reflection that would help them improve their practice
as religious educators. More research on the subject of reflection would be
beneficial for our understanding of this aspect of professional development,
including studies that explore other models of teacher reflection and more
detailed investigation of the role of instructional supervisors in the reflective
process. It is hoped that this study and the model of reflection generated by it
will give religious educators a foundational framework for pursuing, discussing, and improving their reflective practices as we strive to fulfill both our
contractual and covenantal obligations to the Church and to the Lord. We
will then have a greater impact on the youth and young adults of the Church
as we help them understand and rely on the teachings and Atonement of
Jesus Christ, qualify for the blessings of the temple, and prepare themselves,
their families, and others for eternal life with our Heavenly Father.
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